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‘ABSTRACT

. = students of English as a-second language (E%L) often
come to the classroom with little or no experience in writikg in any

language and with inaccurate assumptions about writing., Rather than

oversimplify ‘and apply a principle or strategy too broadly:. Two
related pieces of advice commonly given to students are. to use a
.variety of sentence structures and to avoid an unpleasant repetition

or phrase. In response to these recommendations; students force

errors into their writing, complicating it unnecessarily; making it

awkward, and losing coherence. Students should first be encouraged to

write coherent and error-free prose that reads smoothly, uses- )
economical language, does not require the reader. to backtrack, and

allows the readder to accurately guess_what the writer is saying. When

taught this way, students will naturally vary their sentences afid not
be preoccupied unnecessarily: (MSE) : . i .
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~ Many writing texts and writing teachers; instruct students to’ \
vary sentence structure and avoid repetition in their in their '
writing. Although this advice sounds reasonable, ESL students o
are apt to apply blindly such axioms to their wr1t1ng and brb- \

‘ duce a.preponderance of ungrammatical and sty11st1ca1}y awkward \
sentences. This paper will examine the kinds of “teacher-in- |
duced" errors that this advice creates in student compositjbhs %

; and explore the role-of sentence ‘variatien in coherent wr1t1ng. |
This paper will also-maintain that the concept of sentence va-
_ riation is vacuous:in a communicative approach to writing.
' - < _ +
This paper was first presented at théff\TESbLﬁnnuéi State Conference, - °
4+ March 15, 1984. '
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When ESt students write compositions in Enq]1sh they make errors

Ly

for a number of we]]-documented reasons. We krow that: they make errors
A

. when they trans]ate word for word from their own ﬁepguage - They make

errors because they do not fu]]y understand the form, mean1ng, and funct1on of

tenses, aspects, articles, phrasal verbs, and other éréés‘of English that
any learner has difficulty‘mastering. They also make errors because they
inderstand 11tt1f about the discourse o rhetorical patterns or thbught
patterps of English and éqsstitaté patterns from their native language
and culture: o

Yet as I have gained experignce as 5 writing teacher; I have cofie to
see that we are not simply dea11ng in our wr1t1ng classes with students

who do not know the gragmar of Eng]1sh or are unfamiliar with Eng11sh

rhetorical or thought patterns- We .are typ1ca11y dea11ng with students -

who Wave done Tittle or no forma] wr1t1ng\1n English or any 1anguage

These students have only the vaguest not1on as to what expos1tory wr1t1ng

1nvo]ves and bring into the c]assroom 1naccurate assumpt1ons about wr1t1ng

Some of these notions indeed come from their own cu]tures, but some seerm
¢

v to be rather common, if not universal assumptions, that inexperienced
t

.-

wr1ters make about writing:

| It would seem then that teachers mere]y have to 1dent1fy and cor-.
rect-thése ?a1§é assumptions .and set the students to writing. But I .
have seen evidenge that teachers; rather than correcting these inaccurate
“notions; may unw1tt1ng1y re1nforce them: In this way, teachers actuaiiy

induce errors in their stydents work: By que5t1on1ng students .in order \

% - to discover Whét they th1nk good wr1t1ng jnvalves; I have discovered that

"teacher 1nduced" errors resu]t when teachers m1s]ead students by over-

01
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simplifying some aspect of the writing process or when students oversiii-

p1ify and apply a‘principle or strategy too broadly. i

teachers often give students. Both pieces of advice may reinforce notions
‘ commonly held by weak writers, and both can thduce errors.. The first

goes something like this:

Teacher says:  In order to write well, you must employ a va-
riety of sentence structures (the teacher some-
’_. times adds; "to avoid monotony"):

S
(1 L [ R - - e I - e o

] Student *hears: Don't use the: same sentence structure twice; or -
- use complicated sentences because simple sen-
¢ : tences are boring:

e B

. ’ \ N

The second piece of advice often takes this Yorm:

Teacher says: Avoid an unpleasant repetition of a word or.
phrase: ’

Student hears: Doff't repeat the same word or phrase: :

' “If thése two axioms are necessary knowledge for. a gbbd‘WFitéF; then .
S . : " , P

I have to wonder why students need my writing courses at all‘because so
Ty o . g . )

many students know.them: Native speakers of English struggling through.
remedial writing-courses-know them, young Indochinese students who have. -

completed their secondary education in the United States krow them; in:

iérnétiéhéyéiuaéhié who have never.studied English composition know them; . .

3 . . -




,\‘
~

A

LN}

\

: - } ; \ 7 ' ’ % .
_ - _ - oo _ R - B A T — - et e St — ey — TR 53— —m e .- — - =%
and students Who have never studied formal composition in any language

know them. Yet none’ of these students-can prodice aunified, coherent,

or error=free paragraph When théi‘énter my class. We must certainiy*sus-
Y 3 X
pect that these twostrategies for. produc1ng good Wr1t1ng are pf 11ttJe

he]p to deve]opmenta] or remed1a1 wr1t1ng}btudents -
L TN
On the sg:face, the teacher S adv1ce to vary senteﬁce StrUcture and

< avoid unp]easant repet1t1on sounds haritle ss But students create prob-t

a

lems ‘when .they are preoccup1ed w1th vary1ng structure and avo1d1ng repe-

tion. The student who wrote the fdJ]ow1ng paragraph said he was try1ng

to vary sentence structure: ~ ' .

41

(1) Many people like the United,

Statek of America.¥ (2) They
have tried to get in this coupitry with many reasons. (3) From
1820 to 1920 33, 654 803 Eu’opeans peop]e came here and year

1979. on1y 460 346 peop]f., (4) Besides, Europeans were As1ans

_ peop]e,.the second 1argest number tried to get in-this country | .
9; 566 666 and year 1979, they were only 183,000 peo]e (5).

\Jhe th1rd 1argest number were 2, 724 713 peop]e were from North

Centra], and South Americas and year 1979 there were only ...

: .
. N E

(s

0

In the paragraph the student,was supposed to show how the nationalities

_of immigrarts coming to the ¥.S. changed from 1820 to the present. Before

beginning; the 'stident had studied similar paragraphs and these two sen-

3

tences:

From 1820 to 1920, an average of 337,000 Europeans.came to the

v B
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"United States each year.
By 1979, the nimber had decreased to 64,173. (

~
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The student s paragraph is weak throughout ‘but it serious]y breaks down

in gentence (4) In sentence (3) the student uses the pattern he had

‘tences that fo]]ow “When I asked theestUdent why he had ci

contro] of Eng11sh | . ‘,, IRCERS : =

‘3 teacher had given him an easy strategy to undergtand--vary sentence

stud1ed although not accurately. 'However, the student abandoned the pat-

»,

tern «and Wrote the seriousiy fiawedaahd unneces r11y compl icated- sen-

nstriucted the
% ¢
sentences in this way, he said that he did ﬁot want to rep

at the same
sentence pattern{ When 1 asked him if he saw any prob]ems
graph, he.told me'was tryinq not to repeat any thing so that\it would

not be;boring : By any measure, this paragraph is 1ncompetentrand the .
student is not ready- to attempt this kind of pargraph buﬁ\%}amaaes me

that the student is worry1ng about sentence yar1ety when h

. ;7 - l
This student is struggling with English and was frustra
efferts to improve: But a teacher at another college .had given him a .

simple strategy'for'success that appealed to him--vary sentence struc-

‘-

ture In th1s student s view, his problem is not that his vocabu]ary is

1

weak, not that he has 11tt1 sens e of the form and function- of Eng11sh

senten'es or 11tt1e know]edge of the means by which a paraqraph 1s mad%; ;

cohes1ve and coherent=-all d1ff1cu1t tp1ngs .to leafn and. Unﬂerstand rBut

s

o

structure By doing so, the student produced 1mposs1b1y f]aw d sentences
rather than pract1c1ng the concqse\and easy- =to-control patterns and !

Twl
~

= e ‘ : )
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studénts a1so force ,errors into their wr1t1ng when they become pre-.

accupiéa'with avo1d1ng repet1t1on The fo]]ow1ng sentences were wr1tten

by us1ng synonyms.

'

. » » s
T S
The ]ife-cyc]e of the frog has three stages: “the egg
stage, the tadpo1e stage and the adilt’ stage ihe former-‘
1y of these occurs when the females lays the eggs “as

Py

For the awkward, wordy, and ungrammat1ca1 phrase The formerLy of these

,Qggﬁrg the student cou1d have written the phrase In the e _gg‘stage When'
o asked the student about her reason1ng, she sa1d that it wou1d sound bad
" and be boring to repeat the phrase egg stage. A v1ct1m of bad adv1ce;

the student was forced to go-%eyond ‘her Engi1sh ab111ty and thus - produce

errors because she d1d what she had“ een to1d to do:

student who wrote the paragraph that follows came qnto my class w1th

(D |

h

he common notion among ﬁnexper1enced writers that vary1ng sentence

—

!

structure’?s the ma

“—‘i" - . [

main task of a writer: He had never studied English com-

pasifiaﬁ BE?ore‘and had 1imited writing exp®rience in his native language:

_. (1) Although human hg:e a more comp1ex social arragemfnt, the

- social behavior of ch1mpanzees and humans have many s1m11ar1—"'
Vo .

ties: .{2) First of, a11 both’ ch1mpanzees and humans cdn mate

year-round. (3) Secondly; chimpanzess have'a similar basic

sééiéi unit. (4) " This mears: that chimpanzees have complex

~
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* and unstab]e social. hierarchy 1ike humans (5) Anotﬁer simi-

, ) \ L
) © ., larity, dﬁh\Ston of 1abor, ch1mpanze;% is based on gender and \i>;

‘s §aéi51,§fafu§, wh1ch is part]y s1m11ar to humans (6) Above

. «

»7 all; what the’ most .similarity between ch1mpanzees is w1th re-

;-.spect’to social interaction: 4(’5 Both of them are p]ayfu]

violently as well as Band toﬁétﬁer to ?iéﬁt o

& . . - R
B ‘_ A

2t

The student sa1d that he var1ed thersentence structure in sentences (5)

and (6) because he d1d not want to have the words human and ggiggggggg ;{

in the subJett pos1t1on of the sentence; The paragraph suffers'a major

breakdown 1n' hese senterices because to avo1d repeat1ng the same subJect

ovide coherence, the student constructed a rather w11d and

desparate sen ence W1tb threg subJects 11nked”by commas : ' Sentence (6)

: attempts a wordy and flawed pseudo -cleft sentence Generally,; the para-
is wordy and d1ff1cu1t to follow. After I told the student that it'was

proper to repeat the same 1nformat1on in the subJect pos1t1on, the studen;,

greatly il jeved to hear th1s, produced th1s revision: Y, ,

] -

. , |
(5) They also have division of labor based parfiy on gen- .

der and social status. (6) Above all, athe most s1m11ar1t' be- .

N l” (k ;,,, k
tween ch1mpanzees and humans concerns the1r soc1a] intera c} ‘..

' K - Ad . .

Y ' -

. i : * '.. : 7’ 7 ‘ 7 70 _.7 -

Although imperfect, the paragraph is more coherent;andilacks the gross

errors of the original. The student struggied With the original Because

~ he- m1sunderstood someth1ng about wr1t1ng Had a teacher told h‘ﬁ to vary

sentence structure, his m1sunderstand1ng wou]d have beén re1nforced . :

N




When 1 teach Writingi goal is to.get tudents to write coherent

‘e N

_and error-free prose. By tohe7ent prose I mean writing that' reads smooth-
. 'd
. i 1y, uses. econom1ca1 1anguage does not requ1re the reader to.backtrack,
| and a]]ows the reader to: make an accurate guess as. to what the wr1ter 1s

0. saying. T want iy students’ prose to be c]ear, concise and n"fr1end]y "

.

] - When studeits are preoccup1ed with sentence var1ation, they worry more-

about the structure of sentences than the1r Vaiue as units of communica- .

“tion; consequant]y, they, too often sacrifice clarity, concisgness, and ‘“

’i fr1end1inESs v o 7 : t =
At this point, I Will take a closer 166k‘at the kind of grammar . .
and styié érrbrs that students make. In one assignméht; student&%&ad to

use- stat1st1cs “from a tgb]e to Show how U S. passenger car eff1c1ency had

“

1mproved L_Before wr1tnng, they stud1ed a mode] paragraph and pract1ced

convert1ng statistics 1n a tab]e nnto prose. They studied these two pat- 3

L _
» .
4

v - -

. *'.' Fnom ]974 to 1977, the average number of miles. per ga]]on . P
. T N
7 1pereaseq from 13 43 to 13. 94
- o . & i
_ P . l .

Eg\n To eomg]ete the' paragraph, students has to report at 1east three stat1st1cs
)
- about fue] eff1c1ency 1 assumed that the stEdents cou]d repgrt three

»

stat1st1cs w1th twe patterns, but many students’]eoked fbr~q\th1rd pattern

’

Here are two examp]es
A i ; N ' g' ‘ - ; ] . | .)'

(a) The average car 1ncreased 13: 64 m11es perfga11on in 1977 ' o

B

;_

1ncreasedito 14:29 in 1979:

o




A dl

(b) By 19794 N 1hcrease 1n the fuel efficiency was 14.29

mi]es per 9@110" X

s ' \

§entence (a) is cﬁear1y ungrammatica1, with the§f1n1te verb 1ncre'sedfused

! \

tw1ce w1th1n\the 5ame ]aUSe The second §éhtéhce is a]so flawed grammat~

1ca11y but is gu11ty of another error. It is over- nom1na11zed that 1s, ’

11tt1e by the verb in he pred1cate The fo]]ow1ng sentences 111ustrate
‘this point: -

_ . . 5

R -
(é) ‘gpénger 53“’ averaged 13.74 m11es per gh]]on

.( ) Th av@Y'age (nmnber of m11es per ga]]on) 1ntreased from

-

»i

74 ¢ 13,94 ' ‘ -

(.0 |

13 _
<{e) The aV@ragg “umber of m11es per’ ga]]on~for passenger .
cars was 13,74 ) S

(d} -fhe wrast 1n the nigiiber of ‘miles per ga]]on was from

A N -

R . - Ed

13.74 to 13,94.

v
o

of the four; sentgnte’ (é’ and (b) ave preferable because the wr%tér used

both the subject and Prsa1eate (particularly the verb position) to carry

1nf0rmat1on— Senﬂehce (B’ has a more comp11cated subaect than (é)— but

the nom1nalizat1gn is 3°xt1f1ed because the word average muCt -be taken

froq the Verb pogrt1oﬂ tq make Waty for the verb increase: entence (b)

is more eomp11cat¢d put it earr1es more 1nformat1on Sentenee {c) i

f]aged begause .it g1v65 the same information as sentence (a) but. ‘uses a
[} [}

“more complicated pattef“ thén necessary - The 9V8r-nom1na1iiéd subject

rrrrr

i « .
. F <
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is wordy and leaves the verb position é@giy of information. Sentence (c),

and sentence (d) as well, 1is unbaiancéd and violates the styiist{c ten-

dency 1n Eng11sh to p1ace the bulk of the new 1nformat1on 1n\the pred1cate;

Sentences (c) and (d) also lead to other prob]ems . For ESL siudents

these sentences are d1ff1cu1t to produce The subJect pos1tion of s ”‘

verbs in the m1dd1e of the noun‘phrase, or even omit the verb 1q t;” pre-

d1cate So by varying sentence gtruqture; students produced B5th errors
of style and grammar: “Both<kinds of errors contribute to incoherent

i

A By Véfying sentence structure in this way, students,a]so 1ose

opportunities to reduce ‘the number of sentences and wr1te more conc1se1y

, Thé,student who wrote the fo11ow1ng sentences missed a chance to comb1né

sentences through: the process of e111psis; ; .-

i . - ) .
(1) In the 1930s; it took 108 work-hours to. ﬁfﬁdﬁté 100 bush- '

" ‘els of corn. (2) By the 1946s, thjinumber of worK—iours to

.ﬁ\ L 7
prodice the same amount decreased 53 hours {3) By the:
1950s, corn production per 100 bushels was twenty work-hours.

: S ’ o . .

*\;‘ "

e
two sentences cou]d be- comb1ned

0 N ) - S . a
L ? o
(2) By the 1940&; the'noﬁﬁef of work-hours to produce the
same émount decreased to 53 hours, and by the 19595 to Just '

o T

twenty hours

.

[*

J‘.

[ -
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Th1s example shows that varying sentenc ce structure can be costly because :

2 ] : . L.
. ) - . N \d
-« .

',‘

.

many methods bf conjunction -and e]lipsis are possible only 1f the sentences o

are para]]e] in structure Iron1ca11y. if the student 1n the above case

had comb1ned séntences (é) and (3), she wou]d not have had to woory about =

repeat1nq-the same sentence structure . r{ =

»
R There is even more 1rony in this Many co]lege wr1t1ng texts teach

: students to use a var1ety of sentence structures to avo1d choppy and in-

coherent‘&r1t1ng A great number. of ESF texts such as Bander s American

how to compose compound and comp]ex sentences ,They teach students to _:3

» b .

tives: However, when students vary sentence structure they too often X

rely on nom1na11zat1on rather than on subord1nat1on and coord1nat1on
v ’ 7'71
-~ For exampl @, students w11}rrecogn1ze that the sequence of sentences in (a)‘

below 15 choppy ai "'1ncoherent; N ;_ L |

- {a) 3111Boaias cause saféfy probléms; Bi]]boards,distract the’
dr1ver 3 attent1on away from road s1gns 1'. u.d '
..‘

(b) The gsa?ety problems Caused by b111boards are due to the d1s—:

o (c) Bi11boards cause safetyuprob1ems because they d1stract

the dr1ver 3 attent1on away from road s1gns

- - - L4
- . R B P4 PN
P ) . ; ;
. v
.

b t they tend to produce sentences S1m11ar to the awkward and wordy (b;
' rather than sentence: (c) In a senSe, they get on1y half the message

'{Theasentences;jn (a) are too s1mple yet they do net trust the s1mﬁ1e : PR

§-

12

B . - ¢
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su56raination in (e}_; They stick to single-clause sentences and try 'to

ma1nta1n coherence By‘néﬁinaliiingi

- Many textbooks run 1nto other d1ff1cu1t1esbecause they teach’ sentence-

‘combining sk1lls apart from the process of compos1h§Rapqhey do not show

the re1at1onsh1p between the kind of structure that writers se]ect and

its: effect on the paragraph: The fo]J; ng paragraphs 111ustrate ﬁﬁls

w
o

(a) Insects can cause prob1ems ‘for man. They can benef1t

farmers. They are Six- 1egged, a1r-breath1ng an1ma‘s Bees

N

heiplfarmers by poliinating flowers: ., o S

(b) (absurd revision) Inseéts, which can benef1t farmers, are
six-legged animals, but they can cause problems for man. " What
bees do is pollinate flowers so much that they help farmers.

(c) (reasonable revision) Although insects; wh1ch are qix-
legged, a1r-breath1ng an1ma1s; can cause proB]ems for man;
they can benefit farmers -Bees, for example, help-farﬁers by
po11wggt1nq flowers: o

o~

-

In paragraph (a), each sentence is éduai; and each makes an assertion

~ about insetts S1nce no s1ngle assert1on is dom1nant the paragraph

1acks unity. Paragraph (b) emp]oys soph1st1cated sentence structures

uses conjunct1on and re]at1v1zation and even has a pseudofc1eft sentence S

3-conta1n1nq a c]ause of result. Yet it is devo1d of un1ty and ebherénee

th1s kind of wr1t1ng ) A

o o R N
- - What we want from.students is paragraph (c): To achieve unity;

X

o - -

12
[
13

It

1
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;thiS»panagraph emphasizes the assertion that 1ﬁ§é§t§ Béaé%%é'?srmérgzsy

14l

Ry

N

1ng]y 1rre1evant statenent about the phys1ca1 character1st1cs of insects

is p]aced in a non restr1ct1ve adaect1ve c]au es where it will not harm
7 ; »

the un1ty

-

The goa] of wr1t1ng 1nstruct1on shou]d be to teach studepts to

I

produce paragraph {c), not (b), but 1f e teach\subord1nat1on\icoord3na:

t1en; and relativization; all means of.xary1ng sentence structure; apart

. from the writing process, we obscure this goal and delay our students'

progress. . To.discourage the mindless sentence variation of paragraph(b),

we need to teach ‘the process of’paragraph wr1t1ng and advanced sentence

-
skills s1mu1tane0us]y. In other words ;. we must follow on gf the canons

of communicative iathage~teach1ng--that 11ngu1st1ckjgfﬁ and cbmﬁUhicative,

. -~

(a) Th1s exercise teaches form apart from fqpct}On

Eomb1ne the sentences by putt1ng the second sentence 1nto a

The I. Q test has been cr1t1c1 ed for not test1ng a]]

aspects of 1nte1]1gence< The test was invented in

i
ey

X

1904. SR
Answer: - The 1.Q. test, which was invented in 1904, Ms _
been criticized for not testing all aspects of intelligence.

13

- 14

-



, Ty
(b) This exercise teaches both form and function..

'

Each sequence below contains one sentence that ddes not support
the idea in the topic sentence: In order to maintain unity, put
_ The 1.Q. test has been criticized fot not testing all as-

+

pects of human intelligence. The 1.Q. test was invented in.
1904. For example; the 1.Q: test does not test the ability

to

Answer: -The 1.Q. test; which was invented in 1904;; has been
criticized for not testing all aspects of human intelligence.
For example, it does not test the ability to ::: -

—r

The second exercise. shows that nonrestrictive adjective clauses allow

-
-, ~

the writer to add background information without destroying the unity of

use a non-restrictive adjective clause.

if we teach writing in this way, by teaching form along with function,
the concept of sentence variation becomes Vééuéﬁé;: If éiﬁaéﬁf§réFé taught
the means fo produce unified, coherent, and concise prose, their sentences
Wil naturaii& vary, fsr sentence variation is a by-product or careful
writing, not an adornment. TdAching ESL students to write is difficult:

A teacher can become frustrated when students submit a greatly flawed

It can mislead students as to how good writing is produced and can cause
unnecessary errors. ESL students, or perhaps any students of English
/ L 14
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Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

- '

expos1tory writing, should not concern themselves with

J

issues of sentence var1atypf\§nd unp]easant rep itio

produce coherent, un1f1ed ‘and concise prose - l

- —

A

“
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stylistic

n unt11 they can

-

S
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